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The Seven 


The great Crystal, Vylda sprang roots long ago and bore the Tree of Life into being. 
Vylda's energy was borrowed from the stars and flowed freely through the Tree, creating a 
shield of glimmering auroras that enveloped the Two. This brilliant shield was a beacon to the 
many wild entities who wandered the cosmos and became known as the Vyldara. Chaos 
reigned in the infinite space beyond this great light, but Vylda's dominion was governed by 
seven forces that allowed for growth, beauty and balance. 


A wandering spirit called Gaia flew from chaos into the veil of the Vyldara and 
emerged into the Tree’s domain as seven mighty dragons. These dragons dwelled beneath the 
Tree’s branches for many ages and lived blissfully in the richness of Vylda’s realm. They spent 
their time gliding above the mountains, gardens and fields that encircled the Tree’s massive 
trunk and they crawled through the maze of luminous tunnels that wound about the roots 
below. 


It was there, below the Tree that the seven dragons discovered the nest of the great 
Crystal, submerged in a spherical pool and wrapped in an elegant lattice of pearly roots. 
Vylda and the Tree trusted the dragons deeply and so in this moment, they offered each of the 
seven Gaian Sisters a shard from their Crystal as a bond between them. The Sisters were 
sworn to embody the seven forces, and share Vylda's secret of balance throughout the 
universe. The shards in exchange, would always reward the efforts of their bearer by fostering 
great elemental powers within any who carried them. 


Six of the dragons traversed the Vyldara into the surrounding vacuum of space beyond. 
The clear shards that they had been given developed into deep colorful tones as they passed 
through the auroras. Kala became keeper of the red crystal and Veelia keeps the violet. Nalya 
and Tulira hold the indigo and orange, respectively. Yliva keeps the yellow shard and Luka the 
blue. The Seventh dragon, Eliya remained within the Vyldara at the request of Vylda and the 
Tree of Life, her crystal turned to emerald when the others departed. These seven dragons used 
their mighty gifts to build planets unto themselves. They breathed clear fire and connected 
their worlds with air and clouds so that they would never become lost to one another. 


The creation of Skye brought new vitality to the seven eternal forces which like the 
Sisters’ planets, are paired. 


Lava and Gravity {Kala and Veelia} 
Ivy and River {Tulira and Nalya} 
Nova and Wave {Yliva and Luka} 


Vortex; the seventh, central force, is the result of two opposing forces. {Eliya} 


Kala 


I wasn’t always called Mylari. 


My mother named me Beryn when I was born, and for a long time that was how I knew 
myself. I don’t know why she named me that, and I never got to ask her. She died when I was 
very young. I found her ID band in our tenement when I was a child, and learned that she was 
seventeen years old when she was taken to the emergency containment ward. The silent workers 
of that ward wore white, fully protective body suits with shiny, hissing tanks strapped to the 
back. No patient who had gone through the octagonal steel doors of their airlock had ever 
emerged again. My mother’s seventeen years in the mines of Quaratz represented a relatively 
long life of wholly uncredited work. Synterra remembered her only as Citizen-KL #4765347211. 


The educators at my school used confusing words and illustrations to teach us about the 
virus that had ultimately caused my mother’s death. That same virus had sentenced each of us to 
a life of exile deep in the tunnels. Synterra scientists had researched the ways in which this virus 
caused our bodies to attack themselves. Years of their careful, private analysis had determined 
that our entire population was 'significantly at-risk due to genetic abnormalities.’ It was a 
conveniently incurable diagnosis and was invoked often to remind us of our 
position...quarantined deep beneath the surface of our home planet, Kala. 


We worked in a vast network of sub-ocean tunnels, mining amphetamine crystals for 
Synterra in exchange for their provision of food and medical services. It was the only life that 
any of us could imagine. Escape from the colony meant exposing our lethal contagion to the 
outer world and so was punishable by death. 


The alternative wasn't much better... 


I lived in a single room dorm that was cemented into the rim of a wide fissure as part of a 
row of tenements. The people in my sector were made to gather for a memorial in the Synterra 
chapel every night, where one of the cops would have us stand in a circle and chant prayers in a 
strange language. It was an awkward obligation that served to dull our emotions until we forgot 
about the daily loss of multiple co-workers and friends. I always mouthed the memorial verses 
silently because I didn’t understand them, and I don’t play around with words. 


Words are powerful. 


Words have spread love and change and growth between the people of my world...but 
they have also wrought extreme devastation. We learned very few words in school, which made 
it difficult for any miner to explain what it was that felt so inherently wrong about our situation. 
I eavesdropped on the cops often to broaden my vocabulary and learned a few things in the 
process. 


All cops were born into their roles. They were trained from childhood to do one thing; 
ignore our humanity. Their uniforms were comprised of an insulated body suit with thin copper 
bands coiled around each of their forearms. The coils were electrified by Synterra’s PXL engine, 
a thin metallic battery-backpack capable of discharging lethal voltages. Cops weren't shy about 
showing it off, but you don't generally have to prod broken miners. They began training us for 
our lives of strict obedience before we were even able to walk. 


The cops in my sector relied predominantly on a quiet, simple device to control us... 
Time. 


Everything happened on a strictly regimented schedule; food, school, work, memorial, 
sleep. A loud tone would blare from speakers throughout the mines to indicate each transition. I 
would have tried harder to escape if I had known about what was truly beyond the mines. There 
was a lot about life that I didn’t understand, but ignorance has a seductive way of feeding itself 
on despair and I was not immune. 


I sought to become the most reckless miner in Quaratz out of desperation. Survival 
meant learning how to climb quickly in dangerous areas. The cops saw and applauded my 
tenacity often, but that had never been my goal. It gave me a status that likely preserved my life, 
but ostracized me from my fellow miners. All but one...and it was through her that I received a 
rare and powerful gift. 


A woman named Is was my neighbor for as long as I could remember. She was a tall, 
mysterious woman with bright eyes that squinted in a delicate, fierce focus whenever she spoke. 


Is would quietly tell stories to us younger miners after the memorial as we were filing out 
and I always listened intently, trying to rebuild the scenes in my head. She told stories that older 
miners had told her as a young girl...stories about strange creatures, hidden tunnels and what 
life on the surface might be like. 


The tales would sometimes blend together, or the sequence of events would change... but 
one story always stayed the same. The details never shifted. Is would tell that story in a slower 
voice and it always stirred me to the core...electrifying my imagination as I laid sleepless in bed 
at night. She called it The Seven. 


I called out to Kala from deep in the mines whenever I was out of the cops' hearing 
range. I don't know what I was expecting, but She never responded with words. I thought Her 
silence was proof of Her disdain for me. I ignored the resulting despair while at work during the 
day, but it would keep me awake at night...sometimes until the rising bell despite my body's 
exhaustion. 


I cried often, frustrated with my inability to sleep and the increasingly apparent 
meaninglessness of my life. It was during one of those sleepless nights that I begged Kala for a 
purpose beyond the mines and an intensely lucid thought came into my mind. It was less like an 
idea and more like reassurance - encouraging me to move forward because I had been protected 
for a long time, and now had everything I needed. A sudden new awareness blossomed within 
me of the gentle guidance I had received throughout my entire life, and the mysterious woman 
who had shared it with me freely. 


I left immediately, descending the cliff above her quarters to find Is awake and smoking 
out of her open window. She noticed me quietly and beckoned with her eyes. I approached, 
sitting on the sill as we enjoyed the chasm's relative silence. She exhaled a lengthy plume of 
fragrant vapor and spoke, 


“What can I do for you, my dear?” she asked. 
“T want to find the stones,” I said after some consideration. 


Is stepped inside and walked to a small desk by her bed where a white wooden box lay. 
She picked it up delicately and turned to face me as I stepped in from the window. 


“This treasure is a powerful device once owned by a...protector of this world. It was 
crafted by an ancestor of our resident healer, Orla. She may be able to give you some instruction 
on its use,” Is gazed at me. 


I opened my mouth to thank her but before I could speak she bowed deeply toward me, 
gesturing with the box. I bowed in return and exited stealthily, clutching my gift as I crept out of 
her window and back up the cliff to my room. 


Excitement pulsed through me as I sat with the bright, rectangular box in my lap. The 
only irregularities in its glossy, unvarnished surface were the two tiny notches on one of the 
box's narrow ends that signified its two hinged stoppers that held the thin wooden cover in 
place. A silver emblem was inlaid on the lid, it was an inwardly curved rectangle overlain by an 
inverted triangle. I unlatched the hinges and slid the top away to reveal an elegant silver 
bracelet. Three spiraling loops bore the form of a dragon with six colorful pearls along its 
mid-line. Violet, indigo, blue, gold, orange and a pale, fractured red one at the base of its tail. 


I put it on immediately and fell asleep with a smile that my face had not known before. 


My dreams were vivid that night. I saw my fellow miners dressed in beautiful robes as 
they greeted and reassured me. They towered hundreds of feet over me...I felt like I was one inch 
tall. A beautiful woman appeared in front of me, seated upon the threshold of an oversized 
picture frame and smoking a long cigarette. She stepped down from the frame and walked 
toward me, but I was startled back into the dim reality of my bedroom by a wild shriek and an 
ensuing bellow of wind that blew the door wide open. 


Alarms squealed upward from the deeper settlements before they reached the fissure, 
signaling a rare evacuation from the peripheral mines. Cops swarmed past my door on 
hover-bikes, corralling people toward the transport barges. A river of people flowed through the 
alleyways along the tenements. I used the crowd for cover and crept stealthily upstream until I 
reached a concealed lava tube that led to the wharf. I pulled the sleeve of my threadmail shirt 
over my new bracelet and gripped it in my palm before jumping down into the dark, slimy chute. 


I landed in a warm sulfurous lake and swam ashore to find Orla at the base of an 
unusually elegant lighthouse. The ancient tower had been hijacked by Synterra and repurposed 
as the nucleus for a web of mining tunnels that sprawled out beyond the wharf. 


I showed Orla the bracelet and she gestured for me to come inside. She spoke as though 
we had known each other for years, though we had never actually met, 


“Alonis Faradae is dead, and the seeds she bore with her are lost in the mines...if you 
think you can access the Evyrdo6r, now is your only chance. The stones you seek are upon your 
wrist, but it will require a seed more powerful than your own to heal this magmite. I will teach 
you to see, but it is you who must do the looking...” she said with a smile. 


Orla placed her right hand on the center of my chest and her left thumb on the center of 
my forehead. Her eyes flashed as a soft light glowed from beneath her robes. Several luminous 
needles materialized from the air around my body, then pierced into me at various points along 
my limbs, torso and head. 


I felt like a living radio antenna. Millions of images flashed through my mind; vivid 
memories of pain, loss, guilt and sadness peeled away in layers until the only thing I could see 
was a bright green emerald. It was tucked into a small crevice on a cliff side... about one 
thousand feet above Quaratz City, Synterra’s subterranean capital on Kala. 


A deluge of mine carts buzzed throughout the wharf as I exited the lighthouse. Cops were 
wrangling a group of confused young workers into levitating rock-carts that had been re-tracked 
as evacuation vessels. I boarded the cart, and the it barreled out of the mines into darkness. 
There were about thirty of us piled into the small container, each avoiding the large rusty holes 
on the floor that showed the ground passing by below. We slowed as the vessel reached the 
incline to Quaratz and I slipped through one of the holes, rolling to a stop as the cart sped uphill 
toward the outskirts of the city. 


The mag-lev tracks emitted a piercing blue light that illuminated anything nearby. I 
scrambled away from them and into the darkness. My eyes slowly adjusted and I moved 
carefully toward the silhouetted monolithic cliff from the vision I had with Orla. It was a mighty 
arc of granite that framed the foggy underground city's neon skyline. 


I approached the looming cliff, rapidly dismissing thoughts that sought to remind me of 
how this was the longest and most difficult free climb I had ever attempted. More than half of it 
was an overhang of slick, featureless stone. 


My body shook violently and my mind screamed it's critiques, but everything became 
quiet as my hands touched the rock. The anxious internal monologue ceased entirely as I 
ascended and I became keenly aware of every scent and subtle sound. It felt less like climbing, 
and more like dancing. I knew all of the steps and timing without even looking up. I actually 
closed my eyes after the halfway point and barely noticed that I had arrived when I pulled myself 
up over the top of a stone ledge. Green light spilled out of a crevice beside me, and within it was 
the emerald from my vision. 


I reached to grab the gem and it flared brightly. The light would have exposed me to local 
patrols, but it dimmed as I withdrew my hand. I tore off a piece of my threadmail and used it to 
wrap the stone before stashing it carefully in the waist of my pants. I stepped back onto the shelf 
and looked over the ledge at my descent. Panic slowly infected my sense of accomplishment as I 
realized that there was no way down without a rope. The fear paralyzed me, and I felt a growing 
sense of pressure from below. My bare feet throbbed with pain as the rock beneath them pressed 
intolerably into my bones. The sensation was excruciating and for a moment I thought I would 
collapse under the increasing weight of my body. A dark veil leaked slowly into my vision from 
the periphery, luring me into submission until I was startled back to consciousness by a cold, 
deep CRACK! 


The thick stone ledge that I had been standing on broke free of the cliff-side and carried 
me down into the darkness. 


I would have screamed if I could have mustered a breath, but instead I marveled silently 
as the ground sped toward both me and the boulder. I had resigned myself to the inevitable but 
upon impact, the chunk of rock that I stood upon disintegrated smoothly into a bed of soft, 
powdery sand. I sat up and shook the loose grains out of my beard and greasy black hair, unable 
to believe what had happened. Molten glass hardened in splatters around me and I scrambled 
away to the evacuation camps as a patrol vessel floated down to investigate. 


We were returned to our quarters when the alarms ceased and I collapsed onto the floor, 
hoping for answers to all of the growing questions in my mind. I was so excited, but so confused. 
What should I do next? What was happening? 


I laid sleepless on the ground in my room, breathing steadily to calm myself. The 
concealed emerald rested atop my heart and glowed through the cloth with a soft, calming light. 
I had nearly fallen asleep when the bedrock around me fractured and fell away from the floor, 
carrying me slowly down into the core of Kala. 


Music trickled into my ears. It was faint at first, but became increasingly sonorous as I 
descended. The drums matched the beat of my heart, and were followed by accents from chimes 
and plucked strings. The enclosed channel opened into a wide cavern and the music rang clearly 
through the expanse of warm air. My thin stone platform vibrated and I sat upright as it landed 
on an island of black rock surrounded by a lake of bubbling, molten lava. 


A woman with flaming hair stood upon the island. She held a black marbled crucible 
gently in her hands and held it out to me. It was teeming with frothy orange magma. I stood and 
walked toward her, then unraveled the emerald and allowed it to glow brightly in my hand 
before dropping it into the cup. The woman bowed her head slightly and I took the crucible from 
her with both of my hands. 


The people making music on the shore stopped playing simultaneously. Each of their 
faces reminded me of friends who had died and whom I missed dearly. The echoes reverberated 
and slowly receded into a complete and powerful silence that accented the slowing beat of my 
heart. 


I looked into the woman's eyes, bowed my head and drank the entire cup. 


My heart started racing, faster and deeper than I had ever felt. Lava boiled up from my 
throat into my mouth and nostrils. It oozed out from my pores and burned every gangly black 
hair from my face and body. My mind exploded in a beautiful fury of intricate geometric shapes, 
colors, concepts and memories until all at once, it stopped. Silence returned for a moment. Then 
drums, accented by the glowing tones of hammered woodblocks. The skin on the center of my 
chest burned with a fierce itching sensation. I scratched, tearing open my threadmail shirt and 
digging at my chest until two women approached me silently from behind. Each put a hand on 
my back and a calm washed over me, which really helped as I watched the bubbling sore in the 
middle of my chest erupt with blood, then lava. 


The woman on my left laid me down, then reached with her free hand toward my little 
sternum volcano. Her hand turned to sparkling water and froze the magma into a small mound 
of porous black rock. The woman on my right cupped her hand over the concretion. The blood 
vessels on her arm and hand illuminated in a brilliant crimson web as small grains of ebony 
sand fell away to expose the emerald disc glowing underneath. 


I sat up slowly and felt that six other discs had settled into my skin along the mid-line of 
my body. They were evenly spaced, from the top of my head to the bottom of my torso. I watched 
as their rhythmic glow matched the pace of my breath and noticed that my bracelet was gone. 


The fiery haired woman stood proudly with her two helpers and smiled at me. The first 
woman went to join the musicians on the shore of the lava lake, striding gracefully across steamy 
bricks that froze beneath her feet as she stepped. I was helped up from where I lay by the second 
woman as the luminosity in her veins diminished. She guided me to a pearly inlaid mandala 
etched into the surface of the island outcropping. She and the fiery haired woman then moved to 
stand on similar points. 


Our three mandalas marked the vertices of a triangle, whose connecting lines illuminated 
as the women stood upon them. A triangular frame rose slowly from the floor between us, 
exposing a vertically mirrored pair of luminous cyclones that spun neon red particles out of a 
small point of light beaming wildly from their center. 


I walked into the thick, stone armature and the point of light dilated enough to walk 
through. The woman with fiery hair smiled warmly from a distance as the other approached me, 
speaking sweetly through dark curly hair, 


“The time has come for you to journey home, young one. Many become lost when they 
pass through this door and so I offer you this guidance. Listen, and you will remember yourself.” 


I passed through the Evyrdor into a blizzard. 


* * * 


Hail pelted my face as I fell hundreds of feet, past two gigantic ruby spires. The spires 
formed the tips of a forked, crystalline volcano, the base of which was covered in heaping 
mounds of snow. A great frosted ocean undulated below me. It creaked and groaned, gripping 
six islands in its icy matrix beyond the central isle that I was plummeting toward. I landed and 
slid to the bottom of a couloir at the foot of the mountain. 


The cold shocked my body and I shivered, breathing spastically until my lungs 
acclimated. I longed for the warm embrace of the lava lake, but a gust of wind drove me to stand 
and start trudging through the waist-deep powder. There was a light that shone through the 
falling snow from a small cape that stretched away from the volcano, and I marched toward it. 


A crystal atrium emerged from the haze as I approached. It was nestled beneath a cliff 
next to a wide frozen waterfall. The cataract had melted at the bottom and I could see my 
reflection in the glossy mirror. I looked completely different. My pale face and chest were 
completely hairless. The strings and loops of curly black hair atop my head were gone, replaced 
by thin golden-white tassels in the center that fell away below my chin on either side. A tiny 
braid dangled behind my left ear and a thicker one swung gently behind my shoulders. I looked 
like a woman, and I felt like one too. The rest of my body hadn't changed, but I could feel that a 
new presence had awoken within me. A stronger, more lucid presence with an eerily familiar 
voice. A woman's voice. 


The cold ceased to bother me, and warmth emanated from the emerald disc on my chest. 
Asmall thought sprouted in my mind, and I said it aloud before it had fully formed, 


“Mylari.” 


Vapor hissed through the air behind me and a door in the crystal wall of the atrium slid 
open, exposing a warm, vegetated domicile within. I stepped inside and was instantly awash 
with fragrances from the many trees and flowers that awaited me. 


I explored the immaculately spaced garden and stopped to look at everything. I had 
never breathed air so fresh. I wandered through a tunnel of ivy that led to some stairs and a 
balcony above the canopy. Orange light spilled from thick amber globes onto a book that was 
opened to an empty page. A feather quill lay across the binding and pointed to a well of dark red 
ink that had been set into the desk. 


I wrote my new name in the book and a roar filled the air. The vaulted crystal ceiling 
extended open and sank smoothly into the ground along with the walls. The frozen waterfall 
shattered and steam rose from the pool at its base as liquid water surged over the top. A seismic 
hum from the crystal voleano drew my gaze as its ruby fork illuminated and bathed the 
landscape in warm, red light. Clouds of steam billowed into the air from the thawing ocean as 
the tundra transformed into an archipelago of seven tropical islands connected by vivid blue 
water. Grey clouds loomed endlessly above me, punctuated only by the light of the portal that I 
had fallen through. The scene became very beautiful as the fog began to clear, but the widening 
panorama disoriented me terribly and I became consumed by the desire to return. 


I deliberated internally as to how I might ascend the glossy walls of the volcano and the 
ground rumbled in response. The dirt below my feet twisted and compressed with incredible 
force. I inhaled deeply and bent my knees as the quivering stone beneath me released its tension 
and launched me high into the air. 


Water vapor condensed around my body as I pierced the sound barrier and two crimson 
wings grew luminously from my spine. I flapped once and felt an almost intolerable heat burst 
from my heart into all of my extremities. It sharpened my focus on the door and coursed out 
from my fingers and toes in fiery jets of glittering crimson that thrusted me forward with 
incredible precision. I passed through the door with a bright flash that was followed by the dim 
red light of the lava lake. The people were gone. My little rectangular stone bed was the only 
object left on the outcropping other than the Evyrdor, which slid back into the floor as I passed 
through it. I laid upon the slab, exhausted and slept. 


“Who the fuck are you?!” barked the cop as he electrocuted me off the floor. “I always 
love giving you girls a good reason to stay out of the male quarters,” he said with a sickening 
grin. 


“Rising bell was two hours ago sweetheart,” chimed his lackey. “You know what that 
means?” 


I relaxed my face, trying to stay as expressionless as possible. 


“Extra breakfast, followed by a little... recreation, conducted by yours truly,” he said, 
walking slowly toward me. 


Our food was riddled with amphetamines, so second helpings tended to be highly fatal. 
They funneled the grey sludge into my throat, and plugged my nose when I gasped for breath. 
My heart began racing again, and lava coursed through my veins. My vision sharpened as I stood 
against the strength of the two large men. The cops stepped back and their PXL capacitors 
whined with an audibly lethal voltage. I stomped my heel into the ground and the stone floor 
rippled around me, flinging their bodies into the walls of my room and rendering them 
unconscious. 


I smiled and realized that my experience had not been a dream. My heart continued to 
race, pumping magma to every part of my body. I did not fight it and watched as my pale skin 
turned to obsidian, then crimson crystal. I launched up through my ceiling and several miles of 
bedrock that separated the mines from Kala’s surface. Bubbles exploded around me as I 
punched through the ocean floor and ascended in a plume of steam above the rolling clouds, 
high into the stratosphere. 


It was such a marvelous experience to see Skye for the first time. I had lived in a cave my 
whole life and couldn’t even register the magnificent scene until a few minutes had passed. The 
clouds glowed red beneath me and the expanse of blue air beyond stretched farther than my eyes 
could see. It was punctuated by six other orbs of light, varying in distance and color. The Vyldara 
was the largest, and brightest by far. It shone brilliantly from the center and produced a silver 
light with barely perceptible green hues. Huge clouds of sparkling white vapor moved between 
the planets and lent an enormous sense of depth to the panorama. 


I was so lost in awe that I barely noticed the pair of Synterra airships that had followed 
me through the cloud cover. They ascended slowly, so I flew high over them and rocketed into 
deep orbit around Kala where I discovered a large stone satellite. 


It was the likeness of two hands connected at the thumb and forefinger to form a 
teardrop shaped portal. I approached to admire its imposing size and was enveloped by many 
luminous multi-chromatic particles. They drew me into the portal where I hovered briefly as 
they spun wildly about my body. The air pressure intensified around me as the discs upon my 
mid-line flared to life. Deep resonant tones rang ominously through the surrounding air before a 
crack of thunder launched me across the breadth of Skye in a flowering rainbow vortex. 


Velia 


The swirling kaleidoscope delivered me into orbit around a planet that was shielded by 
iridescent violet particles. Glittering pink auroral cascades poured from each of Veelia’s poles 
down to the equator. 


I tried to descend gracefully, but crashed instead into a grove of gigantic glowing 
mushrooms. When the plume of sparkling spores settled, the hunger I had been ignoring laid 
siege to my mind. I hadn’t eaten properly for days, and had never eaten anything other than 
Synterra brand grey slop. So I ate the mushrooms. They tasted horrible, but they didn't seem to 
be immediately poisonous, so I indulged myself. Having a full stomach meant so much to me 
that I cried. 


Then I started tripping. 


It was manageable at first. I wandered beneath the towering fungal umbrellas, basking in 
their rain of neon purple-pink spores. Smiling, laughing, talking to invisible friends...it was more 
fun than I had ever known. I flew to the summit of a snowy mountain above the grove, and sat. 
Twilight on Vzelia is an incredible sight to behold, but again I was plagued with a tragic lack of 
understanding. Where was I? What had happened to me? Where were the people? The 
animals? Even the mines had creatures, surely the grove was inhabited by something other 
than this fungus. 


That’s the last thought I can remember having before blacking out. 
Daliara and her friends saved me. 


I woke briefly as someone jammed two fingers down my throat, after which I slept for 
three days. Curiosity eventually roused me out of bed, and I met the Pirates. Daliara and her 
small band of friends were members of the Valyngaard, forced by Synterra to live in exile. 


The Valyngaard had kept the balance of life in Skye before Synterra's empire of slavery. 
As the colonies spread, many members of the Gaard fell in battle against them. I was surprised 
to see that these people all had the same seven discs glowing on their mid-line that I had. 


Dali taught me everything I know. We climbed steep mountains and dove deep into the 
ocean. She taught me how to breathe underwater, and we swam for whole days with whales, 
turtles and sharks. We flew high into orbit and she taught me about birds, explored the 


Windgate I had traversed, and talked about the Orami people who built it. The Orami had 
designed my Evyrdrive as well, which was what the Valyngaard called their glowing crystal 
chakra resonators. Daliara taught me that the resonator discs magnify our natural ability to 
distill Evyr from within and around our bodies. The Evyr can then be conducted as one of the 
seven forces, by way of our imagination. 


This band of Gaardians was native to Velia, and so the force of Evyr they conducted was 
Gravity. Gravity is the sister force to Lava, which is endemic to Kala and me. 


We had wild battles while Daliara taught me to use Evyr. The force of Lava allows change 
to the composition of matter, but Gravity allows the movement of that matter through space. 
Dali could block any projectile I launched at her, so I had to be creative. I only beat her once, 
and it was by attentive defense. She had trapped me in a gravity well and was uprooting a mighty 
elm. While she was busy I sank myself into the ground and unleashed a wave of magma upon 
her from behind, encasing her in stone...for a few seconds. 


“Your imagination is your greatest weapon, your greatest shield...and if you’re not 
careful, your greatest enemy.” 


She taught me to clear my chakras, and we meditated together every morning. We would 
talk, laugh, debate, smoke and explore, usually landing in some clearing to lie and stare at the 
auroras until we fell asleep. I have never known such a wild or uninhibited human. Dali was a 
little older than me, but I always felt like the crotchety old jerk in the relationship. Probably 
because I was two years older than my mother had been when she died, while some of the elder 
Gaardians of Velian legend had lived for more than a thousand years. 


Weeks passed, and eventually Dali told me about a deal that she had struck with local 
Synterra patrols to buy sanctuary for her band of "refugee chemists" on Vzlia. A few cops spent 
their downtime hunting in the Veelian hillside by Daliara's camp, and they had a taste for the 
ammyca elixir that the Pirates brewed using the hallucinogenic fungus I had consumed that first 
day. The idea of collaborating with those maniacs in any way made me sick. It was a constant 
point of contention between Dali and I, and over time my patience with the arrangement eroded. 


The cops had no idea that we were Valyngaard. They would have burned the forest to 
find us if they did. To my mind, this presented the perfect opportunity for mischief. I devised a 
plan and shared it with just about everybody except Daliara. I lied and told people that she 
supported it. 


The plan was to increase the elixir dosage for the cops. After that, we would dress up like 
giant demon birds, swoop down on their little party as the elixir kicked in, scare the daylights 
out of them and fly away before they knew what happened. Simple, right? Simple and 
elegant...and tragically flawed. 


The cops went ballistic when the ammyca flooded their systems. They started screaming 
at one another before we could descend from our perches around their camp. One cop pounced 
on another unexpectedly and gripped his head at the temples, discharging the voltage of his PXL 


pack into the man's cerebrum. His victim collapsed, pulsing with electricity as blood leaked from 
his nose and ears. A younger cop gathered his wits and scampered to an iron trunk, struggling to 
remove a mortar tube. He set it up hastily and the first shock-flare misfired, hitting the tents and 
setting them ablaze. The next shot flew high into the clouds and painted the dim sky with long 
tendrils of electric current. There was silence in the air for a moment, interrupted by the drone 
of an ominous horn that signaled the descent of several airships from orbit. 


We left for camp immediately. I couldn't believe that I had been in charge of such an 
embarrassing failure and so rocketed ahead of the others toward Dali, but the heat scanners had 
registered our camp's undocumented thermals and troop transports were already landing. 


When I got back to the camp everything was gone. Burned. Destroyed. In the middle of 
the rubble was Daliara, on her knees. A woman stood imperially by her side. 


“I’m so sorry,” I begged through tears as I landed. 
“Why!? What were you thinking??” she screamed at me. 
The woman spoke as two broad airships descended from the atmosphere. 


“I guess I should be thanking you. The Pink Pirates...of all the lost clans to stumble 
upon...” she trailed off. 


I spoke, “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but I am taking Dali and—” 


I was silenced by a whirring swarm of noise, followed by searing pains that radiated out 
from my collarbone. She had harpooned me, and sent an electrical current through my body that 
would have killed me if not for my Evyrdrive. My vision returned for a brief moment and I saw 
the woman lower her firing arm. 


She sauntered over to me at an infuriatingly slow pace. Her short curly hair was 
immobile, like a brown wool hat on a pasty white icicle. 


“Obviously the ragtag clan of fairies that trained you to flap those wings didn’t bother to 
educate you. Not surprising. My name is Lekta Magoryn. I am the Primarch of Synterra and 
daughter of the great Lord Cau—” 


A light flashed in her eyes as she said that last name, just as I recovered enough of my 
strength to drive my fists into the ground. The forest floor below her boiled with magma, but to 
my surprise Lekta hovered just inches above it. The whirring noise returned and an icy blue light 
glowed on her chest. The blinding pain returned to my shoulder. I tried to fight through it, but 


by the time my vision stabilized, Lekta and Dali were rising into an airship together on a metallic 
plate. 


I took flight and screamed in agony as the bolt lodged in my shoulder drove intolerable 
electrical currents into my neck and head. I was blind, falling toward the skirmish that had 
erupted between cops and my partners in mischief. I flapped my wings, but Lekta’s ship was 
already moving out of Velia’s orbit. I have never worked so hard in my life, but I was crippled 
and I fell. 


Then, arms wrapped around me from behind and a sweet, strong woman’s voice spoke in 
my ear. “Not yet.” 


The burning heat in my shoulder cooled as I watched the bloody metallic bolt fall away 
from my body and disintegrate. 


“I’m going to throw you now, just relax and I'll catch you on the other side.” 


I nodded like a little kid. The woman was stunning. She had rich, dark skin and blue eyes 
with beaded caramel locks tied loosely atop her head. I would have trusted her to do anything in 
that moment. 


She released me and a thin strand of gentle lightning appeared between us. I felt a slight 
tug on my heart before hurtling away from Vzlia toward a massive globe of rolling grey storm 
clouds. Long strands of lightning rippled throughout the vaporous sphere, which was much 
larger than any of the planets I had seen. Lekta’s airship launched several turbine anchors into 
the distance as I approached. It settled by the rim of a black whirlpool that drew a fiery cone of 
golden Evyr into the tempest from the atmosphere. A plank extended from the bridge with two 
figures upon it. It was Lekta, standing proudly in the billowing gale with Daliara kneeling at her 
side, bound wrist to ankle. 


The dark-skinned woman appeared suddenly in front of me and helped to slow my 
momentum. We came to a full stop before flying into range of the ship's weaponry. 


“STOP!!!” the woman shouted at Lekta with a voice so strong it shattered many windows 
on the ship. 


Lekta spoke, “I am done trading words with you animals. This girl has been a thorn in 
my side for too long! Feeding Evyrdraft to my soldiers!? I have lost thousands to the haze of that 
poison, and now I will gain at least one back! Many of your order's greatest warriors have 
become the lowliest of my slaves within the Great Storm. Even your kin yet drink from my cup, 
Shirley the forgotten, Shirley the hunter whose grasp I still elude. Come and save her if you have 
the nerve!” 


Lekta kicked Daliara off of the plank, and I raced past Shirley toward her. The arc tower 
at the center of the airship shot wild bolts of electricity toward me as I dove deep into the chaotic 
churn of storm clouds. The mild crackles of Synterra's weaponry were drowned by the incessant 
rolls of deafening thunder that echoed throughout the space above the black hole. I couldn't see 


anything, but I could smell Dali. It was like a warm trail of pomegranate that traced through the 
haze, and led me directly to her. I cut through her wire restraints with an obsidian sickle that I 
formed with Evyr in my hand. She reached out, touched my chest and lightning flared between 
us. A familiar tether of gentle electricity flowed from her hand and Daliara threw me up through 
the storm, arriving by my side almost immediately after I slowed. 


We paused, captivated by the scene unfolding before us. The large airship's central arc 
tower had collapsed, and fires exploded across the entire deck. Three gigantic turbines held aloft 
magnetically by the tower, providing the ship's primary lift, had fallen and were torn violently 
through the deck, grinding through the ship's outer hull. Explosions rippled the air around us as 
the windows along the bridge exploded. Shirley emerged from the blast and flew toward us, 
worry and frustration showing in her eyes. Lekta had escaped. She smiled when she saw Dali 
and we all watched as several escape pods were jettisoned away from the sinking ship. 


Thick clouds of soot choked the turbine anchors and the airship reeled. They chortled 
and burned out as the entire stern of the ship succumbed to the dark swirling storm below. 
Flames poured into the air, bellowed by the force of the wild storm. I looked at Daliara and was 
met with a strange, vacant look. Her head was moving toward the sounds, but it seemed like her 
eyes had stopped working. I caught her just as she fainted. The woman looked worried and 
spoke urgently, 


"Lekta has poisoned Dali's mind, as she does with all of her slaves. There is no magic that 
can heal this evil quickly, but we must help her. So much depends upon this woman," 


I carried Dali as we flew away from the massive storm, toward a small point of indigo 
light in the distance. 


Nalya 


The feeling of warm rain is the only memory I have of our descent to Nalya. The three of 
us landed in a forest of tall maple and walked for hours. The woman had taken Daliara from me 
and shouldered her the entire way. She seemed upset by what had happened, but with a measure 
of stern resolve. 


No words were exchanged between us until she stopped in a flowery meadow beneath a 
large stone spire. An elegant temple was built into the rock, adorned with a spiral lattice of 
amethyst that traced its six stories before flaring out to frame the silver lotus on its apex. 


“This shrine was built by the Orami people in ages past. Many of its secrets are lost to us 
now, but ever has it served as a bridge between the Gaians and the people of Skye. The temples 
are kept by the daughters of the Gaia....the n'Vari.” She gazed at me. “I would mark you for 
passage, but not without your consent. To engage the spirits is to embark on a quest within. 
Some are driven to madness by what they learn, others become slaves to their own apathy and 
starve. You have been through much, Mylari...and our friend needs your help. These spirits are 
Dali's only hope for survival, and you must appeal to them for guidance...We will meet again.” 


I nodded and she placed her hands on me just as Orla had. The discs on my brow and 
chest gleamed with a new radiance, pulsing with light as I walked away from Shirley and Dali 
toward the temple’s gate. It was a perfect circular portal wrought of flowing crimson marble. I 
felt like an ant passing through it and down the stairs. Warmth rose from my feet and the walls 
growled to life. Lava streamed down small inlets in the sloping rail of the stairs, warming and 
lighting my passage. There was a large limestone amphitheater at the bottom. Magma traced its 
perimeter in a shallow moat, draping the beautiful grove of bamboo in the warmest, most 
inviting red light I had seen since Kala. 


The aromas of that room were intoxicating. Wildflowers sprouted, then blossomed at my 
feet as I entered and a gentle rain began to fall. I walked into the bamboo, toward the plucking 
sounds of some mystical instrument. 


Blue light shone down into a pool in the center of the grove from a frozen skylight above. 
A woman with bronze skin was levitating, cross-legged above the clear water as it cast luminous 
refractions of shifting light onto her flawless complexion. 


I knew her name in my mind, so I sat on the rim of the pool with my feet in the water and 
spoke, “Valnera?” 


She nodded. 


We sat in silence for a while, then she stepped down into the pool and joined me on the 
rim. I can’t really describe the experience of being in the presence of a n’Vari as anything but 
orgasmic. It was like the most vivid waking reverie, I couldn’t help but stare at her body. Curvy 
and gripped by a feathery indigo dress with crimson fractal patterns stitched up the sides. She 
looked me in the eyes and pulled a long, conical cigarette from her ear, then fired it up with a 
snap of her fingers. 


“You've been through a lot, honey, but we need to talk.” She passed the joint to me with a 
smile and exhaled a mighty cloud of exotic-smelling smoke, rendering the blue light from above 
into an almost palpable, glowing azure pillar. 


“The root chakra lies at the base of your spine. In balance, it emanates an unbreakable 
trust in our environment. In discord, it conjures our greatest fears so that we may overcome 
our...discomfort.” She paused. “It would take great heart to endure the trials I see in your mind, 
yet your heart seems to me...dead. What fear has robbed you of your joy?” 


I deliberated for a while before speaking. “I have known many people who fear darkness, 
isolation, falling from great heights. None of it ever bothered me, life in a cave was simple... but I 
fear this bigger world. I am so confused, so frustrated, so mad at myself! I fear that more people 
will suffer because of my ignorance.” 


She smiled and bowed her head. The gentle rain stopped and the pool of water 
illuminated, bathing the mossy walls of the amphitheater in pink light. Flowers bloomed as 
insects buzzed and birds chirped in vibrant harmony. The scene left me in a daze until the pool 
began to churn and boil. Lava sprang high in a molten helix and was frozen to stone by the 
chamber’s icy ceiling. The water from above drained through the center of the newly formed 
spiral staircase. I climbed the steaming steps as a small flutter tickled the inside of my chest. 


The walls of the next chamber were blurry at first through the floating pool atop the 
stairs. There was a lot of green, interspersed with thick, amber veins that stretched as high into 
the canopy as I could see. I passed through the pool and saw that the circular room was lined 
with many tall, interlacing trees. There was a thin glade of birch surrounding the pool, and I 
walked slowly through it to behold a beautiful woman lying in a bed of flowers. Light filtered 
softly through the canopy, which had overgrown the skylight leading to the level above. As my 
eyes wandered back to the woman, she caught them briefly, stood and ran. 


I followed her to the edge of the room, up fifty or sixty feet into a tree and out onto a limb 
hanging over the pool. We sat for a while before I caught my breath and spoke her name, which 
arrived in my mind as our eyes met, “Sasha.” 


Her complexion was like rich chestnut, similar to Valnera except slightly darker. She 
looked me up and down, sniffed audibly and said, “You are rotting away with guilt. Forsaking 
pleasure in life is no way to remedy it. Forgive yourself. As often as you wallow in victimhood, 
you will rob the world of your actions. To what guilt do you refuse forgiveness?” 


I spoke, “Running away, from Kala, from Veelia. Daliara is hurt, and it’s my fault. I would 
try and fix it but I don’t know how. Everything is so foreign to me here! I acted foolishly out of 
anger at Synterra ...and Dali paid for it. How am I supposed to fix that?” 


Sasha looked at me, then she turned and rose slowly to her feet. She took a deep breath, 
bowed her head slightly and dove down into the pool. I dove after a moment of hesitation and 
swam to sit beside her on the rim. She raised her eyes and three colorful bands of water rose 
with them, rotating gyroscopically within one another. Red and violet were on the outer band, 
indigo and orange on the middle, blue and yellow on the innermost. A greenish silver light shone 
from its center. 


“This is the Eve particle. It is the fundament of everything we call real. Deep within the 
smallest bits of all matter are woven rich threads of Eve. Your Evyrdrive helps separate Eve 
particles from the air you breathe and produces a versatile distillate called Evyr. This potent 
substance can then be conducted as one of the seven forces; lava, ivy, nova, vortex, wave, river or 
gravity. 


“Ivy is the force I am most familiar with. Its home is the sacral chakra and it teaches us to 
grow wildly. Forgive what you see as error in your path because it will only impede future 
actions. Life is an imperfect experiment. Trial and error is the only method. Sooner or later we 
all go home to Eve. The only guarantee of regret is stasis, usually followed by great suffering. 


“Do you know what I see in you? Trust from your experience on Kala, hope from your 
time with Daliara- and now, an ember of insight.” 


As she said this, the water in the pool flooded in a perfect cylinder up through the 
overgrown branches. I stepped back and stared as the liquid pillar spun slowly, radiating a 
golden light from above. I stepped into the water and its swirling current carried me gently into 
a warm bath. 


A beautiful black woman with a bald head and petite features greeted me there, arms 
spread along the rim. 


“Vestryl,” I said. 


She nodded. “What does power mean to you?” she asked nonchalantly, relaxing into her 
seat. 


I spoke without hesitation, 


“I have always hated power because it has been used to hurt and disable me. I am scared 
to use it now that I have it. I have spent most of my life as a victim of physical, mental...and 
emotional intimidation,” I breathed in the aroma of the bath and relaxed. 


“Real power for me, is having the courage to stand again after you've fallen.” 


Steam boiled and burst from the bath as Vestryl’s golden eyes flashed their radiance at 
me. I extended my wings and rode the swirling updraft into a jade chamber filled with the wild 
howl of steam screeching through narrow pipes. 


The noise was deafening. I retracted my wings and was slammed into a wall by a mighty 
gust of wind. A chill ran through my body and I stood amidst the gale, anchoring myself with 
Evyr in the form of crystalline boots. I felt vigor coursing through me as I trudged back to the 
chamber’s center where a large emerald crystal hovered above the floor. 


I could see a dim reflection as I approached. It was Beryn. The hair had returned, thicker 
and darker than ever. I...he looked so angry, so hurt. I cried, then sobbed until the air left me. 
Suddenly the chamber drained of air as well and I fell to my knees, horrified in the suffocating 
stillness. My vision went black. 


Then, a small thought pulsed to life in my mind. A woman, blonde and 
beautiful...standing with two younger people. They are smiling at me, watching me...worried 
that I am in pain. The younger ones walk toward me as the woman turns to walk in the other 
direction. The green fog behind my eyelids flared and I felt my breath return. My vision cleared 
enough to see the brilliant emerald again and the smiling blonde reflection it radiated. Two 
tornadoes spun to life from both the upward and downward tapered ends of the crystal, opening 
the sealed passageways on both the floor and ceiling. I could smell something sweet and fragrant 
in the air a moment before Sonal appeared, wearing an elegant jade raiment. She hugged me 
and kissed my cheek, gesturing to the upward cyclone. 


I landed beside the gusty skylight and Koryl caught me gently by the arm. Her eyes were 
honed on the spiderwebs of lightning that flared and crackled above us. 


“What question would you ask of me, Mylari?” she queried in a low, sincere tone. She 
reminded me of the mysterious woman who had brought me to the temple. 


“Is Daliara going to die?” I asked. 
“Die?... 


“Death is a dark concept taught by Synterra alone, and I am sorry that it has infected 
your mind. All life comes from the Tree, and to Her all life returns. Daliara has entered a world 
of internal turmoil, and I sense that she has become lost. Her star still burns brightly, and so 
long as it does she may draw upon its energy for healing. This shrine was built as a receiving 
station for such stellar intervention.” 


I gazed at Koryl with a million new questions growing in my mind. She spoke before I 
could mold any of them into words, “The injury that her mind has endured is severe and will not 
heal quickly. My sisters and I can draw her back to the waking world, but we will need your help. 
What do you want to do?” 


I replied without pause, “I want to do whatever I can to help her.” 


She looked pleased, and the lightning calmed and coalesced into a vertical stream of 
gentle blue plasma. Snow fell softly from the darkness above. 


I flew upward along the stream of mild blue current, above a thin veil of snow clouds. 
The next room was a hollow, indigo sphere, lit only by brilliant pinpoints of light scattered 
throughout. 


A voice rang out behind her, “This is one of the few places in Skye that can perceive the 
stars. Each of these lights represents a life-form, and what you see here is but a drop in the 
ocean of stars that illuminate this realm. You must stay here until you locate yours. I am Azalea, 
keeper of the Stelarium.” 


I spent a long time scrolling through the various star maps, picking through nebulas, 
quasars, dwarf stars and binary systems but found nothing. Supposedly there is a flash of light 
that happens when you find it, but I wasn’t getting so much as a flicker. 


I must have been putting in a good effort because even Azalea became frustrated, taking 
over the vestibule's crystal ball controls and scanning millions of maps in a few seconds. 


"Just go to the roof,” she said with a laugh. 


The skylight to the lotus flower slid open and I leaped through it, using my wings to clear 
the rim. Inari was waiting as I landed. “No star?” I shrugged. “Okay, not to worry. Nalya will 
help us sort it out... I’m going to explode if we have to wait any longer--” 


She stood beside a circular altar where Dali lay sleeping, hands upon her chest. The 
lights of her Evyrdrive had dimmed significantly, and I started to cry. Inari walked over to me, 
placed her hands on my shoulders and spoke, 


“You know that we are called n’Vari...but there are many who call us by another name. 
Do not despair, Mylari - for you and Daliara are now in the care of the Dragons of Nalya...an 
honor not easily earned or forgotten,” 


Inari breathed deeply, doubling in size with each inhalation. Bright pink and green scales 
crept up her neck and down her long, bronze legs. 


She vaulted into the sky, spreading two massive reptilian wings. Her six sisters had 
changed form as well and met her altitude in a perfect circular formation from below. I shielded 
my face as the seven dragons breathed a fierce multicolored flame into the center of the lotus, 
where Daliara's body lay. 


A pillar of light coursed through the altar from below and stretched high into the 
atmosphere, drawing flecks of brilliant indigo from the vibrant cascades of auroral particles that 
shielded planet Nalya. The auroras descended and swirled into the shape of another Dragon 
whose size dwarfed that of the n’Vari. She hovered above the temple and spoke slowly in my 
mind, 


“Your road is long, young one. These first steps are often the most unsteady...I sense that 
you will need great strength of clarity in the trials that lie before you." A sweet smell filled my 
nose as the light upon the mighty Dragon's brow illuminated. Her voice flowed into my mind 
again, “Daliara's mind is beginning to heal. Tulira and her daughters will care for you as we 
have. Follow me, and I shall guide you to the realm of my Sister.” 


Dali sat up slowly and we hugged before taking flight with Gaia Nalya into the 
atmosphere. The great Dragon bade us farewell at the Windgate and we flew through the portal 
into a stream of amber particles that skirted the clouds of a vast forest planet. 


Tulira 


Twilight bathed the treetops as we passed below them. Slivers of light streaked through 
the canopy into the humid air beneath and stretched far below to the forest floor, illuminating a 
well-worn path in the brush. We landed and paused as our ephemeral wings withdrew, draining 
the Evyr back into the glowing discs. We each took a few deep breaths to recharge, listening to 
the birds as they sang above us, and watching tiny salamanders flick through dry leaves at our 
feet. The songs and subtle motion lent some levity to the otherwise imposing stillness of the 
wood. I had never seen or even heard of trees like the ones that towered over us. They were 
enormously wide at the base and stretched hundreds of feet into the misty ceiling. The mossy 
trunks were spaced immaculately, and each descended from the branch of a neighboring 
monolith. 


We followed the path toward the sound of flowing water and bushwhacked to the 
crumbling edge of a steep ravine. Its limestone walls reached far down into the valley below 
where they disappeared into a lush riverbed that was interspersed with vine-laden eucalyptus 
and banana trees. The amber hue of the woods around me suddenly paled in comparison to the 
greenery along the river below, which glowed with an almost neon radiance. 


Dali jumped first and I followed, gliding away from the sheer face toward the bushy 
lining of the valley floor. Before either of us could extend our wings, several green tendrils 
sprang up from the bushes and wrapped around each of us at the waist and arms. I fought them 
initially and struggled to ignore the memories of my subterranean bondage that they conjured. 
Eventually I exhausted myself and the unyielding vines reeled us downward, eventually 
releasing us onto a loose thatch of massive banana leaves that had grown out over the river. 


We splashed down into a warm, flowing pool beneath a waterfall. The bubbles around 
me raced upward, revealing Dali's silhouette as she swam toward me. Light danced on the 
water's surface above us and we stared for a while before swimming up through it. I laughed 
with relief when we emerged. 


Pink and orange flowers floated down from the trees and gathered in the wide pool 
where we had landed in. Guavas and lilikoi bobbed alongside them in the mild current as small 
colorful fish swam through the clear water below. We alternately shrieked and laughed as they 
brushed past us. 


The river's scent of fresh rain and moss warmed my imagination. We stripped off all of 
our clothes, burned them and splashed around laughing until tears streamed down our faces. 


There were long, deep tunnels beneath the lining of the river bed and we found several amber 
caves nestled within them. Daliara had first taught me to use Evyr for deep dives when I stayed 
at her camp. 


“We come from the water M, and after our bodies retire...our fellow Gaardians will 
burn them and send the water inside of us back to the heavens. That water rains down and 
brings our ashes back to the sea....and so we return to the water." 


I don’t think I'll ever recover from the first time I let water into my lungs on Veelia. I 
gagged and barfed for two hours; Dali laughed for two hours. It was sweet. 


A strange echo of music tumbled softly forth from the distance while we were 
submerged. It was inaudible from above the surface but unmistakably present while underwater. 
We looked for its source, but couldn’t find any air pockets or caves that were bigger than a few 
feet across. Downstream, the resonating tones continued to get louder and were accented by 
undulating voices that spoke in a language I did not understand. The river widened and cooled 
as we were drawn down into its depths by the distinct and forceful tug of a secondary current. It 
pulled us down into the turbulent darkness and I lost sight of Dali. The weight of water around 
me pressed unbearably onto my skull and chest. Then suddenly, the pressure abated and I was 
flung into a wide open chasm, thrown off balance by the jet of water that had ejected my flailing 
body. 


I deployed my wings and landed roughly, remaining on all fours for a moment to expel 
the water from my lungs. There was music in the air, muffled and blending with the sound of 
crashing waves. When I raised my head, I saw that I was surrounded by a vast underground 
ocean that twinkled with amber and indigo bioluminescence. Mighty waves crashed upon the 
cliffs where I stood and left glowing trails that receded slowly back into the churning tidal flow. 
Luminosity clung to wooden pillars that spanned the rift between the churning surface and the 
high ceiling. Daliara landed gracefully beside me and we silently marveled at the grandeur of the 
massive theater. Music continued to bubble forth from the water below us and so we dove from 
the high cliff down into the glistening sea. 


The water was salty and warm. Long strands of twinkling algae reached far down into the 
darkening abyss and provided some light for our descent. The music swelled in measured pulses 
as we ventured deeper. Whales sang in unison with the meandering musical tones as our 
respective crimson and violet Evyr thrusters boiled in a braided wake behind us. The song 
continued to grow, reaching a crescendo that pounded my entire body with waves of sound. We 
passed through a blinding convergence of neon-orange algae and beheld the music's luminous 
source. 


A large translucent amber globe floated freely within the brilliant algae cloud. It housed a 
mighty tree taller and fuller than any on the surface. A soft amber light pulsed from its shell in 
harmony with the song, rendering the silhouette of seven mermaids that swam toward us from 
the enclosure. Their faces beamed with warm smiles as they approached. They seemed familiar, 
though I was certain I had never met a mermaid before. 


I spoke to them in my mind, “Are you the daughters of Tulira?” 


They swam in formation around us, erupting with bright laughter as they narrowly 
dodged one another. The resultant flurry of bubbles enveloped Dali and me, carrying us in the 
wake of the spiraling mermaids as they swam deftly through the amber membrane into a pool at 
the tree’s base. 


The n'Vari walked ashore and their fins transformed into shimmering, multi-chromatic 
dresses. They stood among the roots of the mighty Tree and sang a vibrant melody that breathed 
new vigor into every cell of my body. They changed into their Dragon forms, and then took flight 
to awaken the great Gaian spirit from Her slumber. 


Tulira's branches swayed and the mighty Dragon slowly opened Her wooden eyelids. She 
was wholly unsurprised by our presence and gazed upon us with the warmth of an old friend as 
She spoke, 


“I have visited with Nalya in dream and welcome you here, Daliara and Mylari. Much of 
your tale is known to us. You have shown great heart in your deeds. 


“There is much for you two to learn. Your actions have rallied support, and many souls 
have been guided to the forest above. Rest proudly below my timbers, young ones. Your friends, 
old and new await you in the shade of del Viridia.” 


She smiled and exhaled an immense breath of satisfaction, drifting gently back into her 
reverie. Two of the n’Vari, Sera and Britni took us each by the hand and walked us back into the 
glowing ocean. They floated before us and faced one another, unleashing two opposing jets of 
boiling plasma from their hands and created a hydraulic turbine. Dali and I swam into it and 
exploded out of the portal, careening through the many leagues of vibrant ocean beyond. 


The n'Vari swam effortlessly beside us as we burst through the surface into a wildly 
different scene. We were at the bottom of a massive chasm hundreds of miles below the planet's 
surface. I could barely see the distant walls through heavy fog, but the space was enormous. Sera 
told us that it was called an axis, and connected Tulira’s poles with the ocean from which we had 
emerged. The thick fog dissipated as we gained altitude and I could see water flowing up the 
walls of the axis channel. The flow appeared to stand still entirely as we increased our velocity to 
match its pace. The four of us soared out over the granite rim of the channel, drifting in 
formation through the mighty wooden towers of del Viridia. 


We approached a Gaardian encampment settled along the shores of a surging river. 
Willow trees lent some shade to the flowing water where people were splashing each other, 
swimming naked, laughing, singing and cooking over small fires scattered along the banks. A 
large conical tent with a violet mandala on the door caught my eye and I nudged Daliara. She 
looked at it for a moment and then darted off into a boisterous throng of women. They were 
listening intently to a white-haired woman as she reluctantly answered their pressing questions. 
I recognized her, and Dali had too. She was one of Dali’s Pirates, her second-in-command: 
Athena. 


Dali crouched and slid quietly between two older girls, while I stayed behind by the tent. 
I had lied to Athena about Dali's support of my plan, and left her with the others to fight off the 
swarm of cops I had attracted. I cried silently with relief that she had survived, but thought it 
best to follow Daliara's lead. We sat and listened as Athena relayed her tale. 


"There were six of us, pressed up against the foot of Mount Taltharis as transports 
landed all around us. Cops set up their artillery in the tree line as air support moved in to strike. 
We had already taken down hundreds, but their advance was too strong. Alli and Winucha 
guarded my flank as I bled the last of my seed into the ground. My body went numb and light 
drained from my vision. I could feel the heartbeat of every man who stood on that field. It was 
Her. She...awoke within me, and we toppled from the mountain together..." 


The crowd exploded with loud questions as she trailed off, "But how?!" 
"Why drain your seed!?" 


Athena smiled as she rubbed her forehead, then gave a half salute as she slipped out of 
the clamor toward the river. Daliara followed stealthily behind her. 


I was mortified. I wanted to turn and run, but the two n'Vari gave me a reassuring shove 
toward them. Dali and Athena were still hugging when I approached. Athena stepped away from 
Daliara when she noticed me and looked at my face for a long time. I was about to speak when 
she wrapped her arms around me, lifting me up a few inches while she laughed. She unlatched, 
jammed her index finger into my chest and said, “We are going to make them pay.” 


I nodded, and the tension broke. Sera and Britni ducked back into the forest and I met 
my new family. 


Athena had an old stash of elixir from Veelia, so before long we were all covered in mud, 
singing and howling into the twilit hills. Echoes of laughter danced off the cliff sides and I found 
myself lying on a bed of springy moss, staring up at the clouds that passed over the river. 


I scrambled up and climbed over three muddy Velians to sit near Athena and Daliara. I 
wanted to tell them how stupid I felt...and how sorry I was. 


I shared my story of Is and the fiery haired woman with them. They were less impressed 
than I expected, though I did seem to surprise them with my mention of Is. 


“You were the first Gaardian to emerge from Kala in over three hundred years, which 
means that you must have been touched by Gaia Kala Herself," said Daliara. 


Athena spoke, “We may not have known everything, but Dali saw much in you...and we 
all trusted her. Speaking of which, why don't you two come with me?” 


She guided us to a teepee and handed Daliara two packages wrapped in birch paper. 


"I managed to save these from the wreckage...I kept them because I knew you were still 
with us," Athena said through watering eyes. 


She handed them to Dali who smiled broadly and hugged Athena. Daliara placed one 
package on the ground and walked toward me with the second. 


"I made these while you stayed with us. It is Gaardian armor designed by Orami 
clothiers.” I unwrapped the package to reveal a stunning corset of pearlescent mail, matched 
with a bright green vest fashioned from a living leaf. 


Tears blurred my vision and I put the garments on immediately. There were also two 
spiral amber earrings, which Dali jammed through each of my lobes. Her brilliant pink armor 
was inside the second package, and she donned it as Athena presented us with two freshly 
woven extendable skirt-foils. 


“Now that’s a pair of Gaardians! Time for you two to go show off those threads- del 
Viridia is vast and this is not the only world that needs our help. Follow the river downstream, 
past the horizon where it drains through a mighty hole into the glowing sea. The Navel has 
become a refuge to many people who have escaped Synterra. They are sorely in need of 
guidance. 


“You are our leaders now. The people of Skye will no longer tolerate Synterra’s 
infestation of our realm. We have lost too much, over too many years, and now it is time to 
reclaim Skye...for the Dragons.” 


She placed a silver circlet on each of our heads as she spoke. It tapered into a V at the 
center of my brow and rested just above my indigo disc. We bowed to one another, then Dali and 
I launched into the sky, feeling the warmth of the Vyldara as it radiated across the rings of my 
corset. Evyr clung to my body with a wild new intensity as we soared through the rolling clouds 
of Tulira. 


Water flowed in mighty cataracts over the entire rim of the Navel. Lodging for thousands 
had been made ready in the surrounding trees, complete with hanging tents as well as dwellings 
that were grown into the trunks of a sprawling banyan grove. 


We landed on a stone that jutted out above the rolling waterfalls and two more n’Vari 
surprised us from the water. They laughed and spoke, unaffected by the torrent of raging water 
around them, 


“I’m Lily,” said one. 
“I’m Hazel,” said the other. 


Together they said, “Tulira asked us to gather the refugees for you, so you can talk to 
them. Are you ready?” 


“Sure,” I said smugly. I had only seen a hundred or so people wandering around the 
camps and wasn’t really afraid of public speaking. 


“Cool!” They replied. 


From their position, a ring of ice froze the towering cascades of the Navel. The thousand 
foot cataracts dried to reveal multiple stories of deep city hewn into the cliff-side. There were 
probably a million people staring at us from within. Infants, elders and every age in between. 


Dali flew with me to the center of the Navel and I spoke, “We have toiled too long under 
the shadow of Synterra! I have only recently escaped their colony and do not know how long I 
shall endure against them. Many have fought and sacrificed themselves in the campaign against 
Synterra's slavery. We are but the continuation of those efforts. Let us fight with courage, let us 
overwhelm their deceit with Truth! Let the slaves of their empire know the freedom of Skye's 
expanse again!” 


I was pretty impressed with myself, but had no tangible ideas about what to do. Where 
would we lead these people? Synterra was so powerful, they seemed untouchable... How could I 
guide these people if I didn’t know where to go? 


Frustrated, I left Daliara at the Navel while I scampered off into a small cave that had 
formed between the roots of a wide banyan tree, trying to think of something we could actually 
do to fight against their sprawling oppression. I needed a plan, but I didn't know enough about 
the problem and couldn't figure out where to start. Synterra? Lekta? Storm around Luka...black 
hole absorbing air and light. 


I leaned against the inner wall of the tree, a series of images flashed through my mind. 


A frozen spherical amphitheater, with an elevated dais of blue ice in the center. Upon it, 
two opposing tornadoes of charged neon particles shine from within a triangular stone cradle. 
A massive, droning electromagnet hangs above it, suspended from a frosted steel scaffolding 
that has been grafted onto the cavern's ceiling. The drone intensifies, releasing a deluge of 
massive icicles from above as the contraption struggles to keep the cradle's armature out of its 
nest in the dais. Lekta walks toward it, but the Evyrdér remains constricted. Electricity 
explodes in all directions. My vision shifts to the planet's surface, where huge pulses of blue 
plasma flood the axis channel and are absorbed in orbit by the Windgate. An audible strain 
heralds an implosion that pulverizes the mighty ancient satellite. A blue flurry of electricity 
flares across the scene, followed by a shockwave and then, darkness. The poles freeze over and 
a dim yellow light flickers in the space where the Windgate once was. 


I woke the next morning to find Dali curled up next to me. I watched her sleep for a while 
until Tulira’s daughter, Elysia appeared in the opening of our little hideout. 


“That was quite the speech there m’lady,” she said to me with a smirk as Daliara slowly 
roused herself. 


I forced a chuckle and she sat on the floor with us, lighting a pipe that filled the enclosure 
with fragrant smoke. After a few peaceful moments she spoke softly, “These people are not 
following you because of some great plan. That was their folly with Lekta. Many of them were 
drawn here by dreams, and the hope of a better life. They listen to you because of your actions, 


not your words. Don’t be so hard on yourself. I see in your mind that a path is already revealing 
itself. You will know what to do. You've gotten this far!” 


She leaned in and all three of us touched foreheads to share a single, unified ceremonial 
breath. Her face drooped suddenly as we withdrew, and her eyes turned black, “The Synapse is 
online.” 


Dali roared and blasted out of the tree without warning, I followed as Elysia began to 
weep. 


Thunderous applause exploded from the throng of people around the tree as we rocketed 
through the forest toward two dragons who lingered in the stratosphere beyond the canopy. The 
four of us watched in silence as pulses of golden light erupted from the neighboring planet. A 
growing silhouette became distinguishable amid the flares. It was a fleet of airships, traveling 
with unprecedented speed toward the forest where Athena and the other Gaardians were 
camped. 


Dali and I looked at each other briefly before blasting off toward our friends...our family. 
The two Dragons arrested our departure and grasped each of us in their claws. They took us, 
kicking and screaming in the opposite direction. We flew along the shield of amber Evyr that 
cascaded across Tulira’s outer atmosphere until the two sisters dipped below the clouds in a 
nosedive. They twirled and released us before peeling away with mighty roars. 


We landed in a grassy clearing where an ivy-covered Orami temple stood. The woman 
who stood at the foot of its stairs was the same who had saved me from Lekta, and left me at the 
shrine on Nalya. 


“Hello, Daliara, you’re looking better,” she said with a smirk. Then she turned to me, 


“Nice to see you again, Mylari. I don't believe I've had the chance to formally introduce 
myself. I am Shirley, Queen of the planet Luka and Arach of the Valyngaard. There is much for 
us to discuss, please follow me inside.” 


She paused at the large oaken door to the temple, sniffed the air and then looked at me, 
“Is that new?” she asked, gesturing to my vest and corset. 
I blushed. 


“It’s lovely.” 


Orange lighting hummed softly to life along the walls and ceiling as Shirley walked 
through the entryway. We rode a crystal elevator to the fifth floor, where we were greeted by the 


likeness of a black woman carved into solid ice. It was warm in the room and still the statue was 
dry, flickering with wisps of electrical current that danced within. Shirley spoke, 


“This is Gaia Luka. Matron of my homeworld. I believe you will gain clarity on what the 
trees showed you if you accept Her guidance. Sit here until your path is illuminated, we will be 
waiting below.” She smiled cautiously as the elevator descended. I turned back to the icy statue, 
took a few deep breaths and allowed the Evyr to flow through me. Lekta returned to my mind’s 
eye. 


Two reactors power the electromagnet as it pulls the core’s frame from the frozen 
ground. Lekta approaches and inserts a crystal speculum into the pinhole of light between the 
electric cyclones, trying to activate the Evyrdér manually. A purple flare of electricity expels 
the device. The capacitors on Lekta’s PXL backpack scream with charge and leak splinters of 
electricity into her skin. Bolts of electrical charge fill the icy chamber and the core dims 
momentarily. The generators churn and growl with the extra effort and she becomes visibly 
outraged. Her eyes gleam for a moment before dimming and she walks out of the frozen 
cavern along a steel bridge, nodding to two technicians as she passes. They affix two canvas 
hoses to the trembling frame, set explosive charges on the reactors and walk back to the lift. 


Liquid billows from the hoses, covering the frame in a thick shell of ice. Lightning 
sprays frantically from the dimming blue core and sirens ring out briefly before the explosion. 
The chamber is reduced to rubble and the once brilliant, blue tornadoes look grey as the 
Evyrdor armature slides back into its perfectly unaffected cradle. 


My viewpoint shifts to Lekta on her airship, above the clouds of planet Luka. 


She focuses on a massive silver dragon in orbit around the planet, it is even larger than 
the Gaians. She winces as a blanket of storm clouds settles upon the entire upper atmosphere, 
darkening her whole planet. She is grinding her teeth, furrowing her brow and tersely 
rotating the rings on her fingers with her thumb. Frost creeps up from the polar channels and 
a grin stretches across her lips. The flow of blue auroras from Luka’s core slows to a trickle. 
The mighty dragon unleashes a maelstrom of electrical current into the freezing planet, 
stopping the frost before it reaches the equator. The dragon’s luminosity decreases with the 
effort and slowly it curls into a frozen, grey ball. The frost below abates, retreating to the poles 
as the planetary storm looms ominously. Utter silence ensues for a moment. Beyond the 
dormant dragon, a hideous whirring and crackling explodes from the Windgate. The portal 
flares from yellow to white. Long tentacles of golden lightning stretch toward the frozen 
planet, unable to ground the Gate’s volatile energy. The Orami masonry crumbles as the 
destabilized interior of the Windgate bursts in a fiery nova, shooting wicked lassos of 
white-hot fire at Luka. The light is eerily comforting amid the storm, but refuses to dwindle. It 
glows brighter, consuming all of the atmosphere between itself and the planet as the thick 
masonry of the crumbling monument dissolves. A film of deep indigo Evyr pours slowly across 
the sky from its churning remains, creating a filter through which only the stars beyond Skye 


can be seen. It is an eerie sight, but more comforting than the encroaching cocoon of storm 
clouds. 


I opened my eyes, bowing to Gaia Luka before calling the elevator. Shirley and Dali were 
in the entryway, staring intently at a rotating model of a golden planet that was wrought out of 
glowing sand. Shirley looked at me for a moment before speaking. “Every recent effort we have 
made against Synterra's expansion has been honed on preventing this.” She spun the floating 
globe for me to see. 


The planet's Windgate had ruptured and great solar flares lassoed away from it in a 
spiral. Five massive, c-shaped Synterra vessels surrounded it, linked together in a ring around 
the wild pocket of energy. The mighty circular power station illuminated in a blinding flare. The 
sand fell to the floor 


Shirley said, “The Synapse. Lekta is incessant with her efforts because it would provide a 
nearly endless supply of power for their colonies. We have successfully dismantled, infiltrated or 
otherwise sabotaged every single one of their launch efforts for the past ten years... resistance 
that would not have been possible without the involvement of Daliara and the Pirates. But our 
numbers have dwindled significantly. My oldest friend, and former Arach, Ariadne, fell during 
our most recent effort to delay activation. We were following a tip from a new informant who 
claimed to know a core defect in the Synapse's hardware that could only be triggered manually. 


“It was foolish, but we were desperate for an end to this threat...and her information 
made enough sense to tolerate the risk. When we arrived at the central processor, Ariadne and I 
started re-wiring the circuit so the compressors in the cooling system burst before triggering the 
thermal overload relays...which was supposed to result in a total, unrecoverable meltdown of the 
processing unit. 


“The alarms tripped as we finished up and our informant disappeared. Huge clouds of 
pixel dust rained down from the ventilation and swarmed us. Ariadne and her kids raised a wall 
of lava around us and I fried as many of the bugs as I could before realizing our efforts were 
ultimately futile. 


“Ariadne's children, Melody and Z, each grasped one of their mother's hands as their 
bodies turned to obsidian, before the pixels shredded them into black powder. The stones of 
their Evyrdrives still glowed from the floor as we fled to safety... 


“Dali, Fader, Nox, and I barely escaped with our lives. I have searched for the informant, 
but learned very little of her... until I spoke to Dali just now. 


“Her name was Alonis Faradae and she gave her life to bring the seed crystals of my 
beloved friends back to her native Kala and proved her heart was still true to Vylda. Her efforts 
helped bring you to us, and that is a gift for which I shall be eternally grateful.” 


Shirley turned to Daliara. “Our work may not have been in vain after all, we will need Fader and 
Nox to finish this. Athena can protect the refugees here without them. Will you fly with me?” 


"Always, Arach,” Dali said solemnly. 
“Then gather our friends. I must speak with Mylari about what she has learned.” 


Dali departed while I sat outside the temple with Shirley to discuss what I had seen with 
Gaia Luka. Many of the details seemed to affirm suspicions she had worked out on her own. 


She asked me about ships or portals that Lekta might have been using to traverse the 
storm when an earthquake interrupted her, followed by a series of flares from the golden planet. 
Shirley jumped to her feet and stared at the condensation trails of what appeared to be three 
rapidly ascending meteors, 


“Sneaky little... We have to go. Now.” 


We flew directly to the Synapse to find it still intact, though a few wisps of black smoke 
bled slowly from the joints holding the ring together. Swarms of white dust buzzed around the 
structure, repairing damaged sections with menacing efficiency. 


We avoided the dust and entered the structure through a ventilation duct. I followed 
Shirley as she flew deftly through the Synapse's narrow vasculature. 


We arrived at the airlock to the processor and Shirley spoke, “The greatest Gaardian I 
have ever known did not survive the defenses that await us beyond this gate. You must not 
interfere with anything I choose to do. Just keep Daliara safe.” 


She looked up from the floor and met my gaze. I nodded and Shirley waved her hand 
across the door, the locks released and we entered the chamber. Daliara was hovering up by the 
ceiling, examining an open panel that was attached to a bank of tall electrified cylinders. 


Two short-haired women stood below, carefully inspecting lines of code that scrolled 
quickly across a terminal monitor. Fader and Nox were dressed like Gaardians, but each had a 
miniature PXL pack wired directly into the flesh on their backs. Thin cords and metallic ports 
protruded from their skin at various points. 


Shirley breathed a sigh of relief. “Ahem.” 


The twins turned from the monitor and stared blankly at the two of us. Dali slid the panel 
she had been inspecting back into the ceiling and flew swiftly to us. 


“I'm sorry, they wouldn’t wait,” she said, gesturing to the two expressionless women. 


“It's okay, what’s going on?” replied Shirley. 


“Everything is... perfect. Alonis was right, three compressors have blown already, and 
they've lost almost half of the coolant. The processor won't last much longer... Peripheral 
systems have been malfunctioning, drawing almost 97 percent of PXL resources to maintenance 
protocols. There’s a pretty good chance the capacitor bank will destabilize before the remaining 
compressors blow- but I can hold it together until the last few tanks go, especially now that 
backup has arrived.” She winked at me. 


Three dull thuds preceded the collapse of the ceiling. I expected to be attacked 
immediately by the cloud of white dust that filled the chamber, but it settled to the floor instead. 
Lekta hovered in its midst, surrounded by a shell of electrical current. Excess plasma crackled 
about her forearms as she scanned the room rapidly. Her focus settled on Dali, who had flown 
back to the bank of cylinders. A lattice of bright pink Evyr flowed from Dali’s hands and 
enveloped the spasming capacitors. 


Lekta unleashed a surge of lightning at Dali. I vaulted up from the floor to intercept it, 
but before I arrived, the streams of wild blue current arced to the floor behind Lekta where the 
twins stood, grounding and absorbing the voltage. 


Dali finished securing the cylinders and turned her attention to Lekta, whose arms were 
now restrained behind her back. She was seizing frantically when Dali darted over to her and 
ripped out her heart. 


Lekta's body burst into a flurry of white dust as I arrived. Dali held a glowing metallic 
ball in her hand that buzzed and clicked, clearly broken. We exchanged puzzled looks for a 
moment before the blue light scattered across the surface, stopped strobing, and turned solid 
red. 


The sound of static came faintly in from the distance and grew quickly into a deafening 
cacophony of buzzing white dust that poured in through the punctured ceiling. Shirley and the 
twins electrified the storm and dropped much of the initial wave to the floor. Daliara grabbed 
my arm and looked me in the eyes. 


“This whole plan fails if I leave. They will rebuild all of this again and we won't be here to 
fight it. You have to get Shirley out. You and I have both suffered because of Synterra and we are 
all going to need Shirley if this works. Go. Trust me...this isn't the end,” 


I was angry, but I left and picked up the Queen who had fallen unconscious from the 
exertion of disabling so many pixel-particles. 


The twins and I exchanged a thankful glance as I took Shirley to the airlock. 


I blasted through the thick doors. I turned briefly and saw the twins fly to join Dali. I lost 
sight of them in the growing haze of static. Explosions rippled through the floor of the chamber 
and I flew with Shirley in my arms through the many steel walls of the fractured structure. 


I stopped at a safe distance and watched the Synapse break apart, swallowed up in an 
instant by the flaming vortex. As the final trails of black smoke were drawn from the 
surrounding air, a blinding pink flare gleamed through the sky. 


Shirley woke and we both cried for the loss of our friends. 


Yliva 


I followed Shirley down through the gilded Evyr and clouds into an endless desert. 
Quartz pyramids and submerged obsidian obelisks accented the otherwise desolate landscape. 


Wind whipped around us as Shirley delicately sniffed the air. I told her about what had 
happened with Lekta and she didn't respond. Instead, she reached into the sand and pulled a 
strange metallic device out of the otherwise desolate landscape. She adjusted a series knobs and 
switches that were buried in the intricate circuitry, then held it away from her body and sent a 
jolt of electricity into it. Lightning gripped the device from above as she released it. The glowing, 
mechanical sphere stabilized while hovering and a beam of neon yellow light burst from its core 
and pierced the sand. 


I watched in amazement as a sandstone lighthouse built itself around us. It towered 
hundreds of feet above the barren desert and was ornately designed with obsidian woven into 
the building’s golden skeleton. Millions of books filled the cavernous walls of the structure and a 
great lotus flower flared at the tower’s apex, filling the chamber with daylight. The lightning 
stream returned to the clouds and Shirley looked at me with a smirk, 


“Welcome, Mylari, to the Lighthouse of Akasha. This great archive is our last hope to 
uncover Lekta Magoryn’s secret...” 


I started to wander among the artifacts and ancient tomes until Shirley caught my 
attention with a light whistle. She stood by a desk near the entryway that had materialized 
behind us. Two smoky quartz globes sat along the front edge of the desk. Behind them, six bowls 
of colored sand were arrayed around a circular plate of marble. 


“Many have wandered these halls seeking to possess the volumes of wisdom held 
here...and many have perished with exhaustion in their pursuit. Unlimited information can be 
both a blessing and a curse. To my mind, the deciding variable is the quality of the questions 
being asked. These globes will read the questions in your mind, and provide you with the 
opportunity to gain clarity. The lighthouse has ever been a tool of the Valyngaard. Wielded 
boldly by some; dismissed as perplexing or terrifying by others. My suggestion? Be as truthful as 
possible about what you want. Deceive Akasha, and she may provide misleading guidance.” 


Shirley stepped aside and gestured for me to approach the desk. I closed my eyes and let 
my hands hover above the quartz globes. Two questions towered above all others in my mind: 
Why was Synterra enslaving the people of Skye, and How could I end it? 


I let my hands fall onto the cold globes and a small tempered cyclone swirled the colorful 
sand, forming three beautiful and very diverse books on the central marble plate. 


The Elixir of Vildaaril looked to be a children’s picture book. The Annals of Cau Casi: A 
Meditation on White Supremacy was a thick volume with fine print. And lastly, Patent Record 
for PXL Proxy Motor authored by Xavrius Jhandi. 


I picked up the three works and tucked them under my arm. Shirley had wandered away 
and was examining a long scroll of parchment on the other side of the Lighthouse. I had always 
been curious about the PXL engines used by cops to power their taser coils, so I found a shady 
nook and dove into the patent record. 


The best way to describe what I learned is to say that the PXL engine is a cheap forgery of 
the Evyrdrive. The user controls a stream of “pixelated nanoparticles” with a handheld selector 
and radio signaler that is wired into the backpack. Hundreds of models were cited in the patent, 
with three-dimensional schematics for objects that ranged from tweezers to explosives. I had 
never seen the cops use anything like that on Kala, but it did help to explain some of their more 
enigmatic behavior. Details of how the pixel particles worked were scarce or rudimentary 
because this particular patent concerned something more specific. The small, spherical Proxy 
motor connected remotely to central Synterra servers across unprecedented distances and was 
capable of projecting a “pixelated holographic model” of the user. The simulation was capable of 
matching their appearance, vocal patterns and speech with reportedly flawless definition. The 
drone could be controlled remotely or set to run algorithmically using pre-programmed 
language and mannerisms. 


Lekta had tricked us...and Daliara was gone because of it. 


I turned to The Elixir of Vildaaril in hopes of some lighter reading, and was not 
disappointed. It was a colorful story about a young girl who sought the Tree of Life in an effort to 
help her village, which was suffering from drought. The Tree spoke to the girl in a dream, calling 
Herself Vildaaril. Vildaaril taught the girl a spell that would summon a messenger to bring them 
together. The girl wrote the obscure verse in her journal when she woke a magical turtle 
appeared and carried her through the Vyldara. The girl gathered a jar of water from the pool at 
Vildaaril’s base and asked the Tree to send her home. The water was so pure and strong that it 
kept the fields and forests of her village green for a hundred years. 


I enjoyed the story but failed to see how it applied to my situation, so I put it aside and 
delved into The Annals of Cau Casi. I quickly realized the relevance of this selection. Cau Casi 
had been born five hundred years ago. He was pale-skinned, due to a condition of albinism. His 
parents feared for his safety, so forced him to stay inside their home, where he slowly developed 
an intense paranoia of the outside world. His family's employment of a moderately famous 
inventor named Xavrius Jhandi as his tutor led to the development of PXL systems, which Cau 


exploited in cruel and quiet ways. He terrorized common people from the comfort of his home 
and rallied their fierce opposition of the Valyngaard. PXL tech became a sort of maniacal 
religion to Cau and he wove that ideology carefully into an empire of meticulously regimented 
franchise colonies designed to affordably house his many followers. At the height of his prowess, 
Cau was married. The unnamed woman conceived and bore Lekta for him, then died 
mysteriously a dozen years later. Cau reluctantly took his daughter under his wing after her 
mother's death, having always hoped for a boy to inherit his legacy. It was widely prophesied by 
Cau that he would traverse the Vyldara and spend eternity with Vylda when his “time in Skye 
was complete.” However, a recently dated annotation to the tome was placed between two pages 
as a loose leaf. It was authored by Alonis Faradae and included citations to various other works 
in the Lighthouse. It read: 


The indulgent claims of Senator Casi are hereby proven to be false. 


Cau stole a phial of Evyrdraft from a monastic settlement he burned without 
provocation. Consumption of the draught drove his broken mind to insanity and self-obsession 
during his long life. His anger and will to dominate precluded his use of Orami technology, 
which has safeguards against malice. Thus, he developed the less-stable PXL engine. Records 
state that Cau began the practice of eating his own flesh in an effort to reclaim the digested 
Evyrdraft. The logbook of the custodial staff states that shortly after his wife's passing, Cau's 
body was found lifeless in his private chambers. Moldy bandages covered the exposed bones 
below his eviscerated torso. Blood covered his mouth and had pooled in a clotted puddle 
beneath his remains.” 


I skimmed the rest of the massive book and learned little else. Lekta took up her father’s 
mantle at a young age after his retreat from public view. Decades after his passing, she finally 
admitted his departure to the public, continually boasting the truth of his claims to have traveled 
beyond the Vyldara, as planned. I noted a frustrating amount of semantics used in the narration 
to suggest that a lack of skin pigmentation indicated some sort of anatomical supremacy. Being 
pale skinned myself, I found the logic to be infuriatingly simplistic and obviously flawed. 


I walked back to Shirley and told her what I had learned about the Proxy. She hugged me 
but ignored my exaggerated sighs, sliding The Elixir of Vildaaril out from under my arm. 


“Ha! Dali’s favorite book...” she mused, examining it. “Literally. This is a scan of her 
copy, she brought it everywhere while she trained with me,” I gawked at her, gesturing with my 
hand for her to continue. “When Lekta accused Daliara of lacing her elixir with Evyrdraft, I was 
doubtful. Evyrdraft is extraordinarily hard to come by...but perhaps I underestimated her.” 


She stopped talking and looked closely at some words written into the margin of the final 
page. I had seen the short verse and enjoyed it, but Shirley’s eyes grew wild as she read it. She 
handed the book back to me and said solemnly, “We must depart” 


We exited the Lighthouse, which crumbled back into sand along with the books as we 
flew to a ruin on the rim of Yliva’s axis channel. 


A thin obsidian hand reached through a dune in the center of the ruined city. We landed 
and Shirley reached into her dress, pulling a pearlescent citrine orb from a chain around her 
neck. She placed the pearl in the black stone hand and lightning coursed into it from the clouds. 
A mighty triangular temple erected itself from the sand just as the lighthouse had. It was clearly 
a hall of great royalty, the likenesses of many dark-skinned women towered over the entryway. 
The throne beyond was wrought of rich gold, interwoven with threads of white stone. 


“This is the hall of Queen Ali'i, leader of my sister-planet Yliva. She was my oldest and 
closest friend I miss her counsel dearly. Lekta has captured all the royalty of Skye. She has 
trapped them on my homeworld and left me here in exile.” Shirley paused and turned to me. 
“Ali'i and I trained scores of Gaardians, including Daliara, and Alonis. If you are willing, I would 
swear you in as a member of our Order before we leave this hall.” 


I nodded, trying to mask my juvenile excitement. 


“Good. Customarily, we would have asked you to memorize these, but as time is short, 
you may repeat them. The tenets are to the Valyngaard as these pillars are to the palace of Ali'i. 
They ground us, stabilize us and remind us that we are a bridge between earth and sky.” 


I nodded and kept my eyes locked to Shirley’s. 


She began, “Everything has value. We must never bring harm and destruction without 
also bearing equal measure of growth and new life.” 


I repeated her words. 

“Always be observant, everything we are can be found in the mirror of materiality. 
“Follow your inner guidance, the universe is ever whispering from within. 

“Know yourself, and you will never doubt your strength.” 


As I repeated the final tenet, Shirley guided me to an emblem in the floor beneath the 
Queen’s throne. It was an S encompassed by a circle. One half was shiny black stone, the other 
pearly white. Each half had a circular piece of the opposing stone laid into the center of its 
swirling teardrop. 


“This is the Taiji; it is a symbol of balance. The two forces depicted here have many 
names; up and down, positive and negative, yang and yin, male and female. Synterra thrives 
upon the separation and opposition of these fundamentally linked dualities. Their culture of 
slavery and breeding thrives upon illusory divisions between people on the basis of race, belief, 
body type, even sexual attractions. Ever has the Valyngaard embraced these universal dualities 
in the individual and respected their right to choose a truthful expression of themselves. Great 
power, wisdom and courage are born from an understanding of who that is. 


“You are a woman, Mylari. The shadow of Beryn that was imposed upon you was a cheap 
tool built only for Synterra’s advancement. You have found something deeper than Beryn, and as 
you embody your true self, you become capable of nearly anything. Know yourself. Take pride in 


the fact that Synterra's society is so threatened by the existence of women like you that 
expressing variant identities is an executable offense, even among their elite. 


“In the days before Lekta and Synterra, we Gaardians inhabited and were guided by the 
great dragon, Ltn. She fed us, sheltered us, taught us, and brought us to places in need of 
compassionate intervention. Now Ltn lies in orbit- static and hibernating in the vacuum around 
Luka. I stood in this very spot when my home was stolen by Lekta, awaiting an audience that 
would never occur with my old friend, Ali’. 


“Over time I discovered that Lekta lured my royal counterparts to Luka under false 
pretenses of a summit she claimed I had arranged. They were all trapped by a great storm while 
I dwelt here. Yliva trembled beneath me as her Sister, Luka, was attacked. Earthquakes and 
shockwaves ripped through Her exterior. The Evyr that once held these great cities aloft was 
diverted to the Windgate, flooding it with flame and barring its use. The convulsions below 
calmed as Luka disappeared into the shrouded vacuum. I kept this pearl, sensing that I may 
need to return here before...” She trailed off as a tear welled in her eye. She wiped it and inhaled 
all of her regal splendor before continuing, “Daliara has left us a clue. A path that we may follow, 
and it is the only path left.” 


Eliya 


“Did you read the tale of Vildaaril’s Elixir?” 

I nodded. 

“You remember the helper who spirited the young girl away?” 
“I do,” I responded. 


“Its name is Voxayru, and it is quite real. The scripts necessary to summon it have been 
lost for ages.” She pulled an ornate wooden quill from her hair. “But it seems as though our 
mutual friend has rediscovered one.” 


I looked at her in amazement as she walked to the desk of the Queen’s notary, tore a 
piece of parchment from an old empty scroll and handed it to me along with the quill. I knelt to 
the floor and scrawled on the paper, exactly as Daliara had written it. 


The ancient ones who wrote this called, 
The Evenstorm to vanquish all, 

But when the cyclone did descend, 

The strength of ancient ones did bend, 
And so, this verse waits here for you, 
Cast Evenstorm and Voxayru 


The temple crumbled and a tendril of glimmering silver particles reached down to us 
from the Vyldara in a wild vortex. We were swept up and carried through the blinding starshield, 
past an oscillating rainbow of colors, and into the depths of a warm, luminescent jade ocean. 


A massive Turtle emerged from its mountain-sized shell and began swimming 
downward, pulling us along in its wake as it plunged into the ocean's depths. We passed by huge 
spheres of coral that floated freely, teeming with life. Brightly colored fish danced in and out of 
the many porous caves. 


I was mesmerized by the echoes of whale-songs and became lost in the vivid underwater 
scene. My consciousness drifted away from my body to the coral, then to the turtle, then to a 
whale, then briefly back to myself until I snapped out of reverie to behold Gaia Eliya. The Tree 


gleamed behind a swirling green air bubble. We approached a ring of seven portals that whirled 
with different colors of Evyr and the Turtle spoke, 


“I must ask you to part ways here. Each must enter this realm through the gate of their 
origin.” 


I swam to the crimson gate, while Shirley swam to the blue. We locked eyes before 
passing through and then, darkness. 


The odor of sulfur burned my eyes and my blood began to boil. The jade ocean drained 
away and the coral reefs transformed into jagged rocks. The sound of Synterra’s rising bell filled 
the musty air as a cart full of cops whizzed past me toward a slender building in the distance. 


I was back in the mines, on the threshold of a restricted causeway. I passed through it 
toward a tall white building marked Infirmary. Several workers in white lab coats walked past 
me and I realized that I was invisible to them. 


I floated through the walls of the institution, past hundreds of immaculate, vacant 
hospital beds and into the operating suite. There were no doctors or nurses, no silver surgical 
instruments, no anesthesia. What I saw instead was a factory. There were miles of pipeline that 
connected innumerable clusters of rusty vats to a central artery. Large metallic structures were 
scattered throughout the cavern and creaked on dry hinges while spastic hisses erupted from the 
massive hydraulic pumps above. A nearby basin shook violently as thick, purple liquid oozed 
from a loose bracket on its base. Rails on the ceiling ferried a large dumpster to the receptacle, 
which released a dozen naked, lifeless bodies into the over-sized blender. 


There had been no virus, and no effort beyond hollow words to preserve our dignity. I 
followed the pipes and saw where the gore was churned with crystals to produce the grey sludge 
Synterra would ultimately feed to their workforce. 


We had been raised for slaughter. 


I cried and screamed in horror at what I had narrowly escaped. I thanked Kala for 
sparing me, and asked Her what I could do to end this evil. 


The jade ocean came flooding back and washed me ashore onto a beach of smooth black 
lava stones. Massive roots stretched from Eliya's trunk into the ocean, wrapped in an elegant 
bark of pearly interlacing rings, identical to the ones on my corset. 


A rush of Evyr filled my lungs and my wings unfurled. A warm thermal updraft carried 
me gently into the high canopy. I landed atop a wide limb and sat as the dim light of the treetop 
embraced me. Hanging lanterns and glowing flowers illuminated the many settlements within 
the branches, which were complete with houses, gardens, and all manner of wildlife. I climbed 
and flew for a long time before piercing through the leafy exterior of the great Tree. 


There was a person flying between the oversized pink flowers. Their silhouetted form 
became clear as it drifted closer to my perch. I was greeted by a person whose bright smile 
beamed through long silver hair. 


“What are you doing?” I asked. 


“Gathering star-seeds for the garden! My sister, Melody, and I tend to it...would you like 
to see?” 


I nodded and followed as closely as possible. We careened through the branches and 
down into the sprawling terrace that cascaded away from Eliya's mighty trunk. A 
bronze-skinned woman came out of an opening in the tree to greet us. 


“Hey, Z, find any winners out there?” she asked with a smile. 


“Let’s hope so. Looks like a turtle, a peacock and a mastiff. Mind if I go lie down for a bit? 
I’m beat.” 


“Of course! I’ll take your friend here and show her around the garden.” 


We walked casually and Melody spoke at length, “Bright auroral bands within the 
Vyldara filter the light in Skye and allow us to see the outer stars from Eliya. Those stars send 
light through Nasciela -the jade ocean, and create seeds that give biological form to the stellar 
frequencies. We plant the seeds in this garden and the saplings grow in many diverse shapes, 
species and colors. Their energy is transmitted by our moons to the six outer worlds, where it 
can be born and dwell in Skye.” 


She paused below a tall birch tree that was located high in the misty terraces that 
surrounded Gaia Eliya, 


"Well, we're here." 
"Where?" I asked. 


"Your tree. I figured you'd want to see it," she said. "You have lived many lifetimes in 
this realm, Mylari, and will live many more. Your body may perish, but your spirit is bound here 
to the roots of Eliya and will live in Skye so long as Vylda remains in its heart." There was a long 
pause, "You should learn of Lekta’s fate. Eliya desires an audience with you and Queen Shirley.” 


We flew back to the Tree and Melody gestured to a wide crevice in the shimmering bark. 
I walked inside where a silvery pool in the floor illuminated Shirley’s face. I was so happy to see 
her that I ran and hugged her. She smiled austerely and I followed her gaze into the pool. 


Colors swirled like molten rainbows until a clear image of Lekta appeared. She was 
floating through the light blue portal in Nasciela, viewing scenes from her death camps, scenes 
of her father gorging himself on his own flesh. A particularly vivid scene showed a young Lekta 
poisoning and killing her own mother. The memory sent her into a fury of wild, heaving sobs, 
after which she appeared to suffocate. Frost crept out of her mouth from her throat, 


extinguishing a final whimper as her body transformed into a heavily fractured block of ice. It 
rolled over headlong and shattered into a million shards. 


The pool then showed us a leafless old oak tree in the terraces outside as its rotten trunk 
collapsed. The oak fell onto the tree next to it- a much taller, older redwood tree that was unable 
to sustain the added weight. The redwood was old and weathered at the base, with a massive 
crack running up to its middle. The gap was full of many insects who had already begun to feed 
on the decomposing wood. Its trunk buckled almost immediately under the pressure and both 
trees fell to the ground. 


Shirley and I gasped as Z spoke from the doorway, “Voxayru is wise and will elucidate 
what you have seen. The Grey One dwells beyond Nasciela, among the moons of Eliya." 


Shirley and I left the garden at once, surging up through the ocean in a mighty plume. As 
the spray settled we were both struck by the splendor of Eliya’s exterior. A dark sky filled with 
stars, accented only by the three massive halos of colorful Evyr that rotated gyroscopically 
around Nasciela in a calming rhythm. Six moons revolved around Nasciela, anchored to Gaia 
Eliya with pearly, braided roots. Voxayru was in orbit around the light blue moon and so we flew 
there, each with questions of our own. 


The emerald turtle burst out of its shell in a nebulous cloud of indigo Evyr, which swirled 
with lightning and became the form of a gigantic human wrought in granite. Seven multicolored 
crystal pyramids shone along its mid-line. We approached and hovered like fleas at its eye level. 
Voxayru spoke in a powerfully sonorous tone, 


“Those who fall into the mirror give themselves back to Eve, breaking the reiteration 
cycle. Lekta’s life ended long ago in an effort to escape the prison she created for herself. Her 
spirit's bond with the Tree broke when she looked into the mirror of Luka and her star has 
become lost to Eliya temporarily. In death, it is the privilege of all living things to either right the 
balance of their hearts through continuing lifetimes, or surrender their material energy back to 
Nasciela and the Vyldara. Lekta and Cau both chose the latter after much turmoil. 


“There is still evil to undo, on Luka and the other worlds of Skye. This realm has 
succumbed to lies and deceit for too long. The voice of truth has trickled again into the minds of 
the enslaved...” Voxayru addressed Shirley, “Queen Shirley. My Master wakes and grants you 
access to Luka through me.” 


The mighty being held Its hands out and formed a Windgate through which Luka, Ltn, 
and the stars beyond could be seen. Voxayru turned Its gaze to me and said, “Thank you for your 
efforts, young Evyrling. I see the desire in your heart, and ask that you meet with Gaia Kala 
before you depart.” 


Shirley gave me a look of fierce courage and hugged me. I bowed to her and to Voxayru, 
then flew over the jade ocean toward the crimson moon. 


Kala, the fiery haired woman who had fed me lava stood smiling beside a fountain in an 
open temple of intricately carved rose quartz. I landed beside her as she sat and lit a joint with 


one of her bangs, motioning for me to come and sit next to her. We relaxed and smoked for a 
while, watching the magnificent scene of Queen Shirley returning to her home through Voxayru. 


Kala spoke, “I am so proud of you, my daughter. Tell me, did you ever solve the riddle of 
your missing star?” I shook my head, having nearly forgotten the Stelarium on Nalya. “Take my 
hand.” 


I did, and instantly we were swept into a swirling rainbow kaleidoscope. I felt soft moss 
on my feet and opened my eyes to see the forked, ruby volcano. We were standing at the desk 
where I had first written my name. 


Kala said, “Welcome back to Ltn, Mylari. In times of chaos, the Great Dragon may 
summon life as a replacement for stellar energies, and you are one of Her children. In ancient 
times, your people, the children of Lin, were called the Orami. The Orami bore the Valyngaard 
into being, and from the Valyngaard it seems something unexpected has been born. Your 
journey into the void has earned your kin a new title...the Luna. 


“I release you Mylari, to the aid of my sister, Luka...and I give you a gift.” She placed two 
small emerald seedlings in my hand. They melted into my skin and a warm wave of Evyr coursed 
through my entire body. “Two of my greatest warriors await your call should you need their 
assistance. Is will take you the rest of the way.” 


“Is?” I exclaimed. 
Kala smiled and then burst into a glittering crimson mist. 


A pillar of green light erupted from deep inland. I took flight through the fog and glided 
toward it along a mighty flowing river. The pillar of light flowed from a leafy spire in the center 
of a wide circular waterfall. I landed on its tip and was greeted by Is with a massive hug. 


She directed my attention to a small mound of red soil that bore a tiny sapling. It looked 
like a miniature version of Eliya, complete with microscopic pearly rings. Is spoke in a sweet 
voice, “The roots of Vildaaril run deep, and so She grows again. The gardens of Lin will awaken 
as this frost subsides, and your kin will join you soon. I will do what I can to help. I sense your 
urgency but must warn you, dear. Life on Luka is...unpredictable at present. Your path will be 
difficult, but you will always have support.” 


I nodded, and Is placed her hands upon my brow and chest. The stones of my Evyrdrive 
fell away and I exhaled a final breath as Mylari. 


I felt free in the air around my scarred and lifeless body. The horrors of my sad life 
vanished as my perspective widened to envelop the entire cosmos. I visited the many 
neighboring stars and learned their songs. Their verses evolved through pulses of light and 
rhythm, and, somehow, I felt that the notes of each pulsing of light spoke the same language as 
the whales of Nasciela. 


A familiar scent drew my attention away from the star-songs; a sweet fragrance I had 
known for a long time but only just remembered as a woman appeared before me. 


She spoke, "The light of Vylda has called for our aid. We have grown much in this short life, and 
we will need everything we have learned to move forward. Nalya, the great keeper of light has 
granted us a stream through which we may access the memories of this lifetime. Is and others 
will help us, but one thing must be made clear, rhis is our choice. It cannot be made through fear 
or guilt. Are we willing to be born again so that the balance of Skye might return?" 


I stared at the woman for a long while and realized slowly that she was me, as I had lived 
in lifetimes past. She was a mirror, free from the tether of time and her words felt like a call to 
action that could not be ignored. The question itself seemed to verify our intent, and between us 
a great light began to shine. Our minds converged upon the light and our separation abated. The 
woman and I were one, drifting as a single growing whisper toward the gleaming vortex below. 
The whirling light reached out to me with colorful tentacles and embraced my wispy form. 


Thoughts, faces, and memories returned to my mind's eye, drawing my spirit down into 
the rainbow vortex. I traversed the roots of the Tree of Life and returned blissfully to Vylda. 


